THE    CITY   GOVERNMENT   OF   MOSCOW
to which the system accepts or rejects the ideas of Western
democracy cannot be grasped except in the light of the
restrictive and intolerant attitude of the Party towards any
actual or potential opposition.
The leading members of the Moscow city government
emphatically declare that the whole system is based on the
most democratic principles, and there is no need to mistrust
the sincerity of their belief. Discussion and criticism of
proposals before a decision is arrived at are welcomed and
encouraged; and what is called self-criticism is regarded as
a device of the highest importance for increasing efficiency,
whether in the plenum, the presidium, the section, or in the
party organizations. There is little doubt that active dis-
cussion on these lines does in fact take place with beneficial
results. But there are at least thxee fundamental impedi-
ments to the attainment of a genuine democracy.
In the first place, criticism must be confined to matters
which have not yet been finally decided. No one, it is
openly stated, is permitted to "obstruct the working of the
government machine5' or to impede the execution of plans.
This is a euphemistic way of stating an unpleasant feature
of the situation: namely, that no one is permitted with
impunity to criticize policies which have been already laid
down or to disparage efforts or work which are already
accomplished or aims that are in process of being carried
out. Criticism of this kind would promptly be suppressed
by severe and ruthless methods as an "obstruction" to the
working of the government machine or an "impediment**
to the execution of its plans. Of course, criticism of policy
and a frank admission of error have not infrequently been
publicly made in the past; but it has emanated from the
highest executives and the party leaders who have pre-
sumably already convinced their colleagues of the need for
change or who occupy such exalted stations as to be immune
from the perils and intimidations to which the ordinary
citizen would be subject.
In the second place, the absence of any alternative govern-
ment places severe limits on the effectiveness of criticism,
whether before or after the determination of policy. This
is less marked in the case of city administration than in the
higher realms of government, but to some extent it applies
all along the line. The existence of opposing parties in an
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